In general, the debate ignored mutual aid societies as antecedents of the organized labor movement. This view has dominated most Soviet work on the subject since.4
Victoria Bonnell has resurrected the importance of mutual aid societies in illuminating the process of union formation in 1905. While not ignoring the determining influence of strikes and political developments as well as the legacy of Zubatovist and Gaponist unions in the establishment of unions in 1905, Bonnell stresses that many mutual aid societies, which were older, more numerous, and more geographically widespread than other legal labor organizations before 1905, either provided workers with exposure to, and practical expertise and experience with, labor organizations or were the institutional foundations of many trade unions formed in 1905. Moreover, many workers in 1905 demonstrated their interest in mutual aid even while they were involved in other forms of labor activism, including the establishment of trade unions.5
As Bonnell writes, Mutual aid societies demonstrated the benefits of collective self-help as a means of defense against the depredations of the industrial age, an idea with wide appeal among workers who lacked government or employer assistance in the face of illness, accident, or other adversity. At the first opportunity to create massmembership organizations in [1905] [1906] [1907] , workers made the provision of mutual aid a paramount task.6 3. Sviatlovskii, "Iz istorii kass i obshchestv vzaimopomoshchi rabochikh," 46.
4. See, for example, Rabochii klass v pervoi rossiiskoi revoliutsii -1907 gg. (Moscow, 1981 , 256-262; Istoriia profsoiuzov SSSR, 2nd ed. (Moscow, 1977) , pt. 1: 16-30; Kratkaia istoriia rabochego dvizheniia Rossii (1861 Rossii ( -1917 (Moscow, 1962) , 355; Ocherki istorii professional'nykh soiuzov Ukrainskoi SSR (Kiev, 1983 ), 14-24; A. I. Priimenko, Legal'niye organizatsii rabochikh iuga Rossii v period imperializma (1895 g.-fevral' 1917 g.) (Kiev-Donetsk, 1977) . Even the most prominent and sophisticated Soviet historian of the prerevolutionary Russian workers' movement scarcely mentions mutual aid societies in his most recent book: See Iu. I. Kir'ianov, Perekhod k massovoi politicheskoi bortbe: Rabochii klass nakanune pervoi rossiiskoi revoliutsii (Moscow, 1987) Leaving aside significant differences between the structure, social composition, and objectives of trade unions and mutual aid societies, the crucial issue becomes, in the words of Sviatlovskii, "how the workers' movement made the quick transition from peaceful mutual aid societies into militant organizations . . . having as their aim the class struggle of the proletariat."7 An examination of the Odessa Mutual Aid Society of Jewish Salesclerks during the first several months of 1905 reveals how a major segment of the work force in the Russian Empire's fourth largest city became politicized and used an existing employer-dominated and politically neutral workers' organization to establish a class-conscious trade union that challenged the traditional prerogatives of employer and government. The radicalization of Odessa salesclerks is explained as much by their experiences as workers aggrieved with an organization that purportedly represented their interests (but in reality did little to promote them) as by their harsh working and living conditions and the political crisis of 1905. In this article we can observe the political radicalization of an occupational group that is generally ignored by historians but whose activities suggest ways to understand the actions of other wage laborers in urban Russia. Furthermore, we will focus attention on Odessa, a city that has been slighted in favor of the two capitals.
Salesclerks may strike some readers as curious or even wholly inappropriate candidates for examination by a historian interested in the politicization of Russian labor in 1905. Although many historians would categorize salesclerks as low-level, whitecollar employees of the petite bourgeoisie, classifying the majority of salesclerks (or shop assistants) as manual workers is more appropriate for several reasons. First, shop assistants were distinguished from other sales-clerical personnel, such as cashiers, bookkeepers, and office clerks, by virtue of their relatively lower levels of education, skill, and training. Second, and more important, salesclerks devoted a significant portion of their workday to cleaning the store, running errands, delivering goods, and stocking shelves. Finally, salesclerks were often compelled to manufacture the goods they sold. Many owners of hat stores, for example, operated workshops that produced the caps and hats sold in their stores. Instead of hiring additional workers during busy periods, store owners cut production costs by having their clerks put on trim and lace and make alterations at no extra remuneration after a full day behind the sales counter.8
In 1901 Andrei Gudvan, the leading authority and defender of salesclerks' interests not only in Odessa but the empire as well, conducted a survey of shop assistants in the city's retail stores; he found that some 26,000 shop assistants were employed in the stores. The overwhelming majority were male, Jewish, and under thirty years of age; nearly 87 percent of the salesclerks could, to some extent, read and write, with onethird of all salesclerks having finished elementary school. Female salesclerks were mostly in the least-skilled and poorest paying positions. Females were also employed in fashionable pastry shops and bakeries where wages were nonetheless low. Clerks in retail stores were among the most exploited and abused workers in the empire. Like employees of workshops and small factories, as well as construction workers and day laborers, salesclerks were subject to the whims and fancies of employers who were not restricted by legislative rules and regulations regarding wages, hours, and other terms of employment. Indeed, until 1902 merchants (a social category that included store 7. Sviatlovskii, Professional'noe dvizhenie v Rossii, 50. 8. A. M. Gudvan, Prikazchichii vopros (Zhizn' i trlud prikazchikov (Odessa, 1905) , 55-56. Slavic Review owners) possessed the right to punish their young employees with a birch rod. Moreover, shop assistants did not have the option of instituting grievance proceedings with a factory inspector, a privilege enjoyed after 1901 by workers in manufacturing enterprises employing twenty or more workers.9
Most salesclerks eked out a miserable existence and endured physically and psychologically grueling work conditions. Shop assistants entered the labor force as apprentices, usually at age nine or ten, and were subjected to a regimen of work and discipline that could include work days of nineteen or twenty hours during which they cleaned the store, washed dishes, cooked meals, and performed all sorts of menial tasks for their employers. In short, the life of an apprentice salesclerk resembled that of a domestic servant. The young salesclerk, after three or four years of training, would be promoted to work behind the sales counter, but even then work continued to be physically demanding and exhausting. Working and living conditions among the city's retail clerks left much to be desired; nearly half of those surveyed lived in cold and damp basement apartments. In addition, salesclerks were often instructed to drum up business by standing in the street even in inclement weather and coaxing potential customers into the store. Teenaged or adult salesclerks in Odessa worked an average of fifteen to sixteen hours a day and were required to stand at all times, even if there were no customers. Gudvan found that nearly four-fifths of Odessa's shop assistants never enjoyed a formal lunch hour and ate standing behind the counter. In fact, they were usually forbidden to eat lunch off the store premises. Shop assistants generally had no full days off and worked 350 to 355 days a year. Just under half the surveyed salesclerks earned less than 20 rubles a month; female salesclerks earned on average less than half what men received. Some women claimed that they turned to prostitution to make ends meet and to afford the nice clothes they were required to wear in the fashionable shops and patisseries where they tended to work.'?
Salesclerks were at the mercy of their employers, who often mistreated them and subjected them to verbal abuse. L. 0. Karmen, in his study of Odessa salesclerks, recorded the story of one salesclerk who complained that his employer's wife had cursed him, yelling that he was "drinking her blood," because he drank tea with sugar. In another incident, a store owner refused a clerk's request for a pay raise by insisting that it was not his fault that the employee was experiencing difficulty supporting his family. The first mutual aid society in Odessa emerged among printers in 1816. How long this association existed is not known but, since printers established another mutual aid society in 1884, the original association probably had ceased to exist before this date.
In the 1860s both Jewish and Christian salesclerks formed separate mutual aid societies that operated through 1905. Bonnell suggests that printers and salesclerks were consistently among the first to establish mutual aid societies because a mix of job status, skill, literacy, and urbanization "rendered them exceptionally well suited to the tasks of collective organization." 14 Yet other workers, who did not enjoy the same mix of job characteristics, also participated in mutual aid societies. In 1881, for example, a group of waiters in Odessa established a mutual aid society, and in 1886 quarry workers, aided by their employers, also created a similar association. Sailors of the various shipping lines in Odessa also began a mutual aid society "to improve the material conditions of workers of the merchant marine of the Black and Azov seas."'5
By the turn of the century mutual benefit associations existed among workers of various crafts: housepainters, woodworkers, shoemakers, bootmakers, and tailors.
Similar associations also existed at the enterprise level; workers at the Pekatoros Leather Factory established a fund to assist members during illness.'6 Unfortunately, the number of workers who joined mutual aid societies is difficult to ascertain. The fact that many members of the associations were not employees but employers and other prominent members of Odessa society, such as the city governor, wealthy merchants, and philanthropists who were corresponding or honorary members with the right to hold office and vote, compounds this problem and suggests that the number of actual workers belonging to these organizations was lower than indicated by the sparse data regarding membership totals.'7
One factor accounting for workers' low participation in mutual aid societies was undoubtedly the steep cost of entry fees and monthly dues. This factor was especially important for salesclerks and probably for workers in other occupations as well. In the Odessa Mutual Aid Society of Jewish Salesclerks (OMASJS), for example, the "aristocrats" of the sales-clerical occupation (male office workers, bookkeepers, cashiers, and clerks) made up the overwhelming majority of members because the organization excluded women and deliberately set the entry fee and dues at levels beyond the financial means of the average shop assistant. Cost was one element of the strategy adopted by the association to restrict membership to the elite of salesclerks. The Odessa Mutual
Aid Society of Printers also attracted the most highly skilled and well-paid members of Employers and managers commonly participated in mutual aid societies in Odessa and dominated the affairs of the organizations. Not only were owners and supervisors elected to key offices on the administrative boards of mutual aid societies but in some instances they even helped to form associations. In 1886, for example, when workers and owners jointly petitioned the city governor for permission to establish a mutual aid society of quarry workers, the owners of the stone quarries even volunteered to pay both the entry fees and part of the weekly dues of each member.'9 Since authority was vested in governing boards that were dominated by employers, workers exercised little control over the actions and policies of the societies. In 1894 or 1895 a delegation of woodworkers, for instance, presented a charter for a projected mutual aid society to the Odessa factory inspector, who said he would support the workers' petition only if the owners of the woodworking workshops were granted control of the governing board.20
Even though worker contributions funded the treasuries, the governing boards determined who was eligible for assistance and the amount an individual was to receive.
Workers often resented this state of affairs, especially when benefits were insufficient or not forthcoming. In 1903 workers at the Pekatoros Leather Factory protested the owner's decision to withhold payment of sickness benefits to members of the enterprise's mutual aid society. The director of the factory told workers, "the treasury is not yours, but the company's." 21 Given their lack of civil and legal rights, the aggrieved leather workers could only bristle at the insult.
All these features of mutual aid societies in Odessa and elsewhere characterized, to one degree of another, the Odessa Mutual Aid Society of Jewish Salesclerks. At the turn of the twentieth century five mutual aid societies of salesclerks and office workers existed in Odessa; in addition to separate organizations of Jewish and Christian salesclerks, expediters at the Customs House, merchants' agents, and such office workers as bookkeepers and clerks belonged to their own mutual benefit associations. Such fragmentation was typical of salesclerk labor activism throughout Russia. In 1898 around 100 mutual aid societies of salesclerks existed in European Russia; they claimed some 20,000 members. In the early 1860s a group of young Jewish salesclerks, frustrated with the unwillingness of the hevrah to provide material assistance in times of need and illness, decided that the religious orientation of the Poele Emuna hevrah did not adequately serve their interests as workers.25 As the idea of establishing a special organization that would serve the interests of all salesclerks gradually gained popularity, shop assistants belonging to Poele Emuna began collecting money to fund an organization devoted solely to the needs and interests of salesclerks. Whether the new association should be attached to the hevrah and prayer house or organizationally independent was discussed. Some hevrah members struggled to maintain an organizational connection between the prayer house and the budding mutual aid society, but the majority of salesclerks believed that the limited aims and resources of the hevrah could not satisfy the needs of the rapidly expanding number of salesclerks.
The OMASJS began operations in March 1863 and, though no copy of its charter has survived, we know the new organization aimed to furnish mutual aid to all shop assistants and to assist members in finding employment. The society furnished loans, pensions, medical assistance, and death benefits and even provided stipends for the education of members' children. The governing board requested that merchants and store owners notify it of job vacancies and established a list of unemployed salesclerks from which it selected eligible candidates for these openings. Many Jewish salesclerks actively participated in the formulation of society policy.
In the 1880s, however, the organization began to lose its democratic character and popular foundations because of the changing social composition of its membership. By the early 1880s many original members had become independent shop owners and employers of labor. Hard data are lacking, but the proportion of members who were salesclerks declined relative to the growing number of employers and others who were not salesclerks (including grain brokers, doctors, lawyers, and even engineers) whose money and influence enabled them to assume control of the organization. For example, The policies of the governing board reflected this transformation in the society's membership. Entry fees and dues were increased to convert the organization into a preserve of employers and elite workers of the sales-clerical occupation. As more members began to join the ranks of the propertied class and to acquire wealth, the society began to ignore the needs and interests of the average salesclerk, and the OMASJS became isolated from its original constituency. From the 1880s, the chief beneficiary of the mutual aid society was that small minority of salesclerks who could afford the fees and dues and meet the other strict membership requirements of the governing board. That the organization boasted a little more than one thousand members in early 1900, and that not all of them were salesclerks, underscores its selective admissions policy and suggests why it tended to neglect the concerns of the typical shop assistant.27 Board members were more interested in the display of wealth (such as building an elaborate auditorium) and programs of enlightenment and culture than in promoting the economic concerns of salesclerks. After the turn of the century the organization did very little to improve working conditions for shop assistants or even to provide traditional sickness and death benefits. This development was not unique; the mutual aid society catering to Christian shop assistants, which emerged at the same time as did the OMASJS, also suffered from elitism and isolation from the rank and file. As the authors of a history of the OMASJS concluded, the organization had "barricaded itself in every possible way" from the average salesclerk.28
The OMASJS played a significant role in the general cultural life of Odessa, however. The association's library had the second largest collection of books and periodicals cieties' lack of concern, began to complain and voice its grievances. Some of these activists, particularly Moisei S. Kleiner, an office worker and member since 1892, participated actively in the affairs of the organization and suggested that the OMASJS establish closer ties with the rank and file. These activists succeeded in replacing several long-term members of the board of directors with men who were pledged to represent the interests of the typical salesclerk. As a result, the initiation fee and monthly dues were reduced. and reform-minded activists began to seek more radical outlets for their grievances.
The radicalization of Odessa salesclerks occurred in the period after Bloody Sunday when labor organizing accelerated; worker representatives were elected to sit on various government boards that investigated the causes of labor discontent and unrest.
For the first time in the history of the Romanov dynasty the country was bristling with the excitement and exhilaration of independent activity by social groups that had never expressed themselves politically and were now trying to change matters of immediate concern to themselves. In late winter the newspaper began publishing articles and letters written by workers. The pages of Kommercheskaia Rossiia from mid-February to the end of March are filled with workers' accounts of realizing that their economic woes were linked to the economic and political structure of Russian society. Some of the letter writers even advocated that workers take matters into their own hands and pursue a course of direct action designed to alter the existing socio-economic and political order, since they could not wait for the government to take appropriate action. Such an outpouring of worker discontent was unprecedented in Odessa, and its public expression is attributable to the relatively lax efforts of censors after Bloody Sunday.
Kommercheskaia Rossiia offers the best, if not the only, glimpse into this process of radicalization.33 Letters to Kommercheskaia Rossiia from Odessa salesclerks mark the beginning of public debate among workers and intellectuals on the value of trade unions and the role of politics and socialism in the labor movement. Since the majority of Odessa's shop assistants was ignored by existing mutual aid societies, they did not turn to these organizations for direction and guidance in the struggle for improved working conditions. By 1905 a movement to reform the OMASJS from within or to supplant it with a more democratic organization had existed for several years.
By early 1905 reports in Kommercheskaia Rossiia indicated that many young members of the OMASJS had concluded that a new organization, including as many salesclerks as possible without distinction of age, sex, and religion, should be established. These reformers argued that it was "the moral responsibility" of the existing mutual aid society to provide initiative, advice, and financial backing for the new organization. Despite the efforts at change implemented by the activists who had secured leadership posts in 1903, these reforming salesclerks condemned attempts at internal transformation of the direction and policies of the existing mutual aid society. They insisted that the current board of directors and membership were guilty not only of ignoring problems confronting the mass of Jewish salesclerks, but also of indifference toward their own organization and their responsibilities toward it. The principal spokesman of these reformers, known by the initials K. M., cited the fact that the OMASJS board of directors met only once or twice a year-usually without a quorum-as evidence that the current leadership could not be relied upon to undertake substantive reforms and to promote the interests of the average salesclerk. Two editorials in Kommercheskaia Rossiia set the tone of an ensuing debate among salesclerks. On 8 and 13 March the paper's editors declared that before salesclerks or any workers for that matter-attempted to achieve the ideal goal of "one large workers' party," they first needed to pass through several preliminary stages, such as the establishment of labor organizations based on occupation and locale. According to the editors, unions provide the fundamental solidarity and "discipline of mind and heart" upon which all other forms of workers' organizations, including political parties, are based. They cautioned the salesclerks to maintain organizational independence from all other labor groupings and political parties because this independence was the only guarantee against the centralizing tendencies inherent in a workers' party.
Some salesclerks welcomed the idea of forming a trade union geared only to obtainitlg improved working conditions through collective bargaining and strikes, but more radical shop assistants condemned the editorials for overlooking the importance of politics and class struggle in the salesclerks' effort to achieve better lives. In a letter published on 30 March, one such radical accused the editors of Kommercheskaia Rossiia of focusing on narrow professional interests, an approach that this radical be-34. Kotarmercheskaia Rossiia, nos. 11, 13 January 1905; 14, 16 January 1905; and 17, 19 January 1905 . See also Kommercheskaia Rossiia, no. 12, 14 January 1905 , and no. 56, 1 March 1905 , Odesskie novosti, no. 6917, 20 April 1906 . 35. Kommnerchskaia Rossiia, nos. 14, 16 January 1905 109, 5 May 1905; and 130, 31 May 1905. 36. Ibid., no. 13, 15 to join other workers in a campaign for basic civil rights and a constituent assembly, without which the pursuit of economic improvements would be futile. The article proclaimed salesclerks to be "part of the proletarian army" and advised them to form a trade union to defend their "interests not only as salesclerks, since their social conditions make them proletarians." "38
One radical salesclerk, D. 0-kii, in a series of articles with distinctly socialist tones, held that political neutrality among trade unions deprived workers of an understanding of the social and economic forces ruling their lives. He challenged the contention of the editors of Kommercheskaia Rossiia that a trade union that limited its activities to purely economic issues could achieve substantial improvements in the well-being of its members. 0-kii did not distinguish between the kind of trade unions advocated by the newspaper and mutual aid societies: Both forms of organization, in his eyes, were interested only in achieving "temporary and transitory" economic successes within separate enterprises and thereby accepted the salesclerks' status as a "seller of labor on the market of a capitalist society." He faulted his opponents for not considering social issues and not recognizing that capitalism limits the improvements salesclerks can achieve. In his words, "there is a limit to how much salesclerks can gain by operating within a bourgeois society: there is a limit to improvements that can be achieved." 31
Other salesclerks wrote letters that shared 0-kii's anticapitalist and socialist leanings. They supported his views that improvements within the existing socio-economic order were mere palliatives and that only the transformation of the contemporary order would lead to lasting benefits for salesclerks. One salesclerk asserted that workers were ready to resolve their problems by themselves because they could not wait for society and government to take necessary action, while still another argued that "exploitation by capital" was the root of the salesclerks' hardships. The "problem of class" concerned all workers, according to this salesclerk, and required a labor party since unions were "too narrowly focused to deal with the real cause of exploitation." Yet another wrote that "the salesclerk is not only a clerk but a citizen as well. If he doesn't enjoy rights of citizenship, then he should achieve them. Along with other workers he should strive for basic freedoms of speech, print, conscience, unions, and strike." 40
Salesclerks and other workers were learning a basic lesson in 1905: The granting of significant political reforms, especially the right to assemble and organize without government or employer interference, was necessary if workers were to attain and preserve improved working conditions. Political liberation became an integral element in labor's struggle to achieve economic improvements and workers acknowledged the intimate connection between material gains and civil liberties, between the economic and political struggles. Whether the typical salesclerk shared (or understood) the class analysis expressed in these letters or possessed a proletarian identity is unknown. The behavior of the rank and file salesclerks for the remainder of 1905, however, indicates that the message of 0-kii and others struck a responsive chord and spoke to the interests of the typical shop assistant. 38. Ibid., no. 84, 30 March 1905 . 39. Ibid., nos. 61, 6 March 1905 , and 66, 11 March 1905 . 40. Ibid., nos. 58, 3 March 1905 63, 8 March 1905; 71, 16 March 1905; 84, 30 March 1905; and 102, 26 April 1905 . See also the letter from an unemployed salesclerk who stresses that shop assistants must unite with other workers and struggle to liberate themselves from the "oppression of exploitation" since they, like all proletarians, sell their labor (ibid., no. 126, 25 May 1905) . Odessa salesclerks displayed a highly politically attuned awareness of the problems confronting workers. This fact does not mean, however, that they were acting under the tutelage, let alone direction, of revolutionary socialists.
Many salesclerks had undoubtedly come to realize that the hope of opening their own stores was now a pipe dream. In the words of one N. Lialich, shop assistants now had "no exit" from their situation as hired hands who must "defend their class interests" in relation to the store owners. Before 1905, retail firms that used large amounts of capital and labor had begun to outcompete small store owners and to cause the further deterioration in salesclerks' conditions as employers squeezed their staffs to make ends meet. According to Lialich, the salesclerk has to acknowledge that employment in a store no longer resembles a "hotel where he is temporarily staying" until he can open his own store, but a "permanent residence" that he needs to maintain in good condition. Thus, Lialich argued, salesclerks must defend their interests as wage laborers.43
The existing salesclerks' organizations, aware that most shop assistants were disgruntled, paid close attention to the debate over the utility of mutual aid societies.
Some responded by advocating significant reforms and concessions. In mid-March the five mutual aid societies met to discuss the following issues: establishment of a pension fund financed by both employees and employers, introduction of an arbitration court to settle labor disputes, limitation of child labor in stores, and institution of political reforms, particularly freedom to assemble, form unions, and strike. The proposals for an arbitration court and civil rights generated more opposition than did the others, but the conference ended with the representatives supporting all four proposals. As one delegate stated, the suggested reforms, particularly the establishment of an arbitration procedure, possess "moral significance which, by placing moral responsibilities on employers and employees, frees them of . . . unnecessary and tiring judicial red tape."' 45. Kommercheskaia Rossiia, no. 82, 28 March 1905. 46. They were referring to the imperial ukase and rescript that declared that Russians had the right to send the tsar proposals "for improving the public well-being" and expressed the government's intention to convene a national representative assembly enjoying consultative powers in the legislative process. 47. Voskhod, no. 22, 2 June 1905, 20; Iuzhnye zapiski, no. 24, 12 June 1905, 28-30; Iuzhnoe obozrenie, no. 2822 , 3 May 1905 . 48. Kommercheskaia Rossiia, no. 74, 19 March 1905 problems through bureaucratic channels, these representatives vowed to participate in available sources do not agree on whether employers were excluded from the new organization, some evidence suggests that only shop assistants were eligible for full membership and "those persons rendering assistance" could be corresponding members, though they, as in the old organization, could apparently still hold office and vote.54
The emergence of the new society highlights the extent to which one stratum of the Kommer-chesk-aia Rossiia, nos. 97, 21 April 1905, and 98, 22 April 1905; Kontorshchik, no. 1, 5 January 1906, 9; Odesskie novosti, no. 6626, 23 April 1905; Zhizn' prikazchikov, no. 3, 16 December 1906. 59. Lupinskii, "Soiuz prikazchikov Odessy," 70, 74-75, and 92; Protokoly 3-go vserossiiskago s"ezda obshchestv vspomozheniia chastnomu sluzhebnomu trudu i drugikh odnorodnykh po idee i tseli (Moscow, 1906), viii-xi, 6-7 and 177-179. Zhizn' prikazchikov, no. 3, 16 December 1906, reports 62. Ocherk deiatel'nosti Odesskago obshchestva vzaimnago vspomnoshchestvovaniia prikazchikovevreev za 50 let, 18 and 30; Otchet pravleniia obshchestva prikazchikov-evreev za 1907 g. (Odessa, 1908), vi-vii; Iuzhnoe obozrenie, nos. 3099, 16 May 1906; 3102, 19 May 1906; 3103, 20 May 1906; 3104, 21 May 1906; and 3105, 24 May 1906; Odesskie novosti, nos. 6934, 21 May 1906; and 7062, 24 October 1906. 
